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Introduction 
 
In an enigmatic sense which will clarify itself perhaps ... the question of the archive is not, 
we repeat, a question of the past. This is not the question of a concept dealing with the past 
which might already be at our disposal or not at our disposal, an archivable concept of the 
archive. It is a question of the future, the question of the future itself, the question of a 
response, of a promise and of a responsibility for tomorrow. The archive: if we want to 
know what this will have meant, we will only know in the times to come.1 
 
 In this quote from Archive Fever: A Freudian Impression, which was first published 
in 1995 in French, Jacques Derrida clarifies the importance of archivist practices, and 
indirectly artistic ones. He points out that the 'question of the archive' is not limited to the past 
but also is integral for the future. 
 The archive has in recent years become an integral site, trope and mechanism of 
contemporary art practices. Fundamental localities of this development are the Middle East 
and Northern Africa. The archive and art-practices that are connected to it, have proven to be 
essential phenomena for the negotiation of history, identity and many other issues in the wake 
of post-dictatorial, post-conflict and post-colonial situations. A recent publication by the 
Ibraaz foundation, entitled Dissonant Archives,2 which was published in 2015, is proof of this 
development and exemplifies its current negotiation in art discourse. 
 A critical inquiry of archival practices, facticity and history writing proves its validity 
and high degree of urgency against the background of the Arab Spring. While the Arab 
Spring originally started in 2010 with hopes for a better future, the current war in Syria is just 
one of several sites of continuing conflicts. Recent events have demonstrated how malleable 
the realities of conflict are already in their contemporary mediation, before they enter the 
archive and the writing of history is taking place. When the rebels had lost East Aleppo, the 
Assad-regime and Russian media outlets framed it as the city's liberation.3 Not only are 
current events very easily mediated in much differing ways, the rise of social media, which 
also constitute an integral voice in the presentation of the Syrian War, further fragment the 
mediation of an event. On the one hand this leads to new sources, but on the other hand these 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 Derrida 1995 p. 27. 
2 Downey 2015 
3 RT News, Liberation of E. Aleppo from militants complete - Russian military, 
https://www.rt.com/news/370510-aleppo-women-children-evacuated/ 
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highly personal accounts have become part of mainstream media reports, as there are only 
very few, or no other sources at all, available.  
 Past conflicts furthermore demonstrate the urgency of archival negotiations of 
different kinds. Within the Middle East, the Lebanese Civil War was among the longest 
lasting conflicts. Up to this day an in-depth negotiation of the events, neither on an official 
nor on a civic level, was ever able to come to fruition. The Lebanese Civil War lasted from 
1975 to 1991. Highly fragmented, a multitude of fighting factions were involved with 
differing interests. Internal sectarian and social divisions, as well as the involvement of 
outside powers were among the reasons for the long duration of the conflict. The history 
writing of the conflict and the negotiation of what has happened were hindered by several 
phenomena.  
 Firstly, even before the Lebanese Civil War ended in 1991, a very specific dynamic 
unfolded. Already in 1989 Taif in Saudi Arabia was the site of an agreement between the 
fighting parties. This agreement however denied the post-war negotiation of the events as it 
granted amnesty on all acts committed during the Lebanese Civil War. A post-war discourse 
of the events accordingly was hindered already in its inception.4 Many who had leading 
positions during the war years got transferred into official politics and are present and 
dominant to this day,5 as the recent nomination of Michel Aoun for president of Lebanon has 
proven. 6 Aoun is a Maronite Christian who was fighting the Syrian invasion during the war 
and also served as interim president of a military government, active during the last two years 
of fighting.  
 Secondly, downtown Beirut surfaced from the war heavily damaged. Rafik Hariri, the 
then president of Lebanon, implemented a reconstruction program with his building company 
Solidere. However within this program the original remains of downtown Beirut were torn 
down. Traces of the war, which were left on the urban fabric, thereby were obliterated as 
well.7 Instead of being a site of negotiating the past, downtown Beirut became a space of 
intentional amnesia as the original architecture was replaced by modernized, though 
nostalgic, versions, which were meant to represent the 'past glory' of French Mandate 
Lebanon.  
 
 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
4 Lang 2014, p. 490. 
5 Haugbolle 2012, p.69. 
6 BBC News, Lebanon: Michel Aoun elected president, ending two-year stalemate,  
http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-37821597 
7 Haugbolle 2012, p. 84. 
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Aspiring to the archive 
Facing a lack in reflection and critical negotiation of the recent past, a young generation of 
artists set out to fill that gap. The archive became integral to a whole group of artists, writers 
and filmmakers, many of whom were working interdisciplinary. Being a highly complex 
term, the archive can both be understood as a site as well as a tool and strategy of artistic 
negotiations of history writing. Additionally, a critical inquiry of the hierarchies that are 
imbedded in history writing as well as a questioning of the notions of facticity and truth go 
along with it. Among this group were figures such as Fouad Elkhouri, Akraam Zaatari, Rabih 
Mroue and Walid Raad. Zaatari founded the Arab Image foundation (AIF), which set out to 
preserve the photographic heritage of the Middle East and Northern Africa. This institution 
has to be understood as non-static, besides archiving, research and presentation of 
photography is one of the key activities of this field. Walid Raad was another founding 
member of the Arab Image foundation, who followed his own art practice in parallel. Raad 
developed a project, which was to become prolific for contemporary art in relation to the 
archive. This project entitled The Atlas Group, remained active from 1989 to 2004. 
 The Atlas Group is conceptualized as an archive to collect material from the Lebanese 
Wars (Raad is referring to the war in plural to make clear its fragmented and complex nature), 
an archive however, that does not physically exist, which is not fixed to one locality. What is 
more, it encompasses both documents that are purely fictional, or more fittingly, produced, 
but also such which are constituted by material that has been carefully chosen and selected 
from archival sources of different kinds. Conventional notions of fact and fiction as two 
opposing poles are no longer functioning here. A redefinition of the aforementioned polarity 
is one of the key interests of Raad. In his understanding facticity and fictitiousness are rather 
a process than qualities that can be defined statically8 Notions of authorship are also subject 
to questioning, as Raad embeds different author figures into The Atlas Group, many of whom 
are fictional.  
 This project in my opinion is transformative in many aspects. Firstly, it produces an 
archive or archival material while simultaneously being a subject within the discourse around 
the archive and its reverberations in contemporary art practices. Secondly, this transformative 
position is also present in the work itself, as it acts between cracking up and deconstructing 
established notions, conceptions and phenomena, while bringing to the surface new ones. 
These transformative processes at work in The Atlas Group constitute the field of research of 
my thesis.  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
8 Merewether 2006, p. 179. 
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State of the art  
The Atlas Group  is a project which reoccurs in current discourse on contemporary art and the 
archive in particular. In the following, I want to provide the range of these perspectives. 
Emily Wroczynski, is relating her observations to the theory of Wolfgang Kemp on history 
painting. With this perspective she develops an understanding of The Atlas Group in relation 
to space and time by also considering the role which Beirut as a locality is playing. Jeffrey 
Wallen analyses several works of the Atlas Group among which ways they 'act contrary to 
archival expectations'. Eva Respini curated the 2015 summary of Walid Raad´s work at the 
Museum of Modern Art, New York. Her introductory text is using the experience and 
knowledge which Raad possesses in photographic techniques as a background to reflect upon 
his work.  
 So far many of the authors conducted a reading, which understands the processes at 
work in The Atlas Group as deconstructive. I will apply a perspective, which understands the 
strategies as transformative. I want to do so, as many of the works are not only pointing out 
the fallibility of archive and document, but also establish new notions and readings thereof. 
Deconstruction does indeed play an integral role, but at the same time it acts constructive and 
produces new terminologies, accordingly I understand this productive mode as 
transformative. I want to re-inquire some phenomena in order to reach a deeper 
understanding. Firstly, the question I want to answer is, what concepts and phenomena are 
being transformed, and how that is being done. Secondly, I will investigate whether new 
notions and understandings are surfacing and how one can frame and term these.  
 I want to closely examine the phenomena that are inherent to The Atlas Group. From 
these points I want to analyse how these conventional notions are being transformed. 
Theoretical frameworks are provided by Hayden White, well-known American post-structural 
historian, who questions the objectivity of history writing, and Jalal Toufic, who is one of the 
important writers of the Lebanese post-war artists. Furthermore, an interview with Jean 
Francois Lyotard will provide a frame for an inquiry into the (in-)capability of the document 
to record the 'decisive moment'. 
 
Structure of thesis 
In the first chapter I will look into the specific agency of montage that is being used in the 
work Let´s be honest the weather helped. A transformative relationship between hiding and 
affirming is established here, which produces 'potentiality'. In a second step, I will analyse 
how the subjective nature of history writing is revealed by works in The Atlas Group. The 
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theories of Hayden White will serve as a basis for this chapter. Jalal Toufic´s concept of the 
withdrawal of tradition will provide a fundament the second section of this chapter as White 
and Toufic are going to be put in dialogue. Toufic argues that objects and documents happen 
to be 'withdrawn' after traumatic events - a unconventional notion that also is reverberating in 
some pieces by Walid Raad. Thirdly, authority and authorship will serve as two anchor points 
for further observations as these two are interdependent and integral to the questions, which 
The Atlas Group is raising. Fourthly, I will analyse how not only the incapability of the 
document to record 'the decisive' moment is revealed, but also how allusions to this 
imperceptible instance are being made - an interview Jean Francois Lyotard and Alain 
Pomarède will enable deeper understanding of these observations.  
 
My decision to deal with this topic in my thesis is firstly rooted in the urgency of the topic 
against the backdrop of the current situation. Moreover however, The Atlas Group is a work 
of which the complexity only becomes graspable after some time one has been dealing with 
it. In this aspect I see a close kinship to the concept of 'blandness' that has been written about 
by Francois Jullien. In his work 'Praise of Blandness'9 the French sinologist, theoretician and 
philosopher Jullien is dealing with the term, especially in relation to East Asian art and 
philosophy. Relating his theories to Daoist texts, Jullien observes that the 'true taste' is 'bland', 
something that needs to be chewed upon for a long time in order to reveal some of its 
complexities.10 Despite being rooted in pre-modern Chinese art and aesthetics this aspect in 
my opinion also is present in the works of Walid Raad - seemingly coarse at first sight but 
gaining in depth, the longer one is looking at it, dealing with it, negotiating it. This 
phenomenon also has become highly influential for my own art practice. Thereby this thesis 
is another step on a personal path of further inquiring The Atlas Group, an undertaking with 
which I also set out to add a new perspective on Raad´s work in some aspects.   
 
  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
9 Jullien 1999 
10 Jullien 1999, p. 122. 
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1 Transforming accessibility - layering, montage and potentiality 
 
The focus of this chapter is the artwork, Let's be honest, the weather helped11. I start 
with a detailed description and structural analysis in order to lay bare the complex 
layeredness of the work. This artwork contains an inherent tension between explanatory and 
obscuring aspects, and also the accessibility of documents and explanatory framings are 
questioned.  
 Using layers is an integral feature of this artwork. Firstly, the overall structure of the 
work in total, and secondly the production of the visual parts of it ('plates') are relying on this 
mode of production. Looking at the work itself, one can understand the different components 
of it - the foreword, the 'plates' - as layers, the 'plates' also were made by layering different 
material. As layers are obscuring aspects of the image and are interfering among each other, 
they are transforming accessibility. A concept, which is surfacing here and provides integral 
terminology for this transformative phenomenon, is potentiality: one cannot really discern 
what is beneath layers and the viewers interpretations become speculative. This term will 
allow a more in-depth analysis of Raad´s work Miracolous beginnings in a later segment of 
this chapter.   
 
1.1 Let's be honest, the weather helped  
 It was Let´s be honest which was the first artwork by The Atlas Group, which I 
encountered in 2005 at the Museum of Modern Art, New York. This encounter proved to 
have a lasting impact on me, as it not only sparked my interest in The Atlas Group, but also is 
among the works to motivate me to study art history. 
 Within the museum space, several neutrally framed photographic prints were hung in 
one sequence (Fig. 1). Each of the prints measured about 60 by 40 cm and showed the spread 
pages of a notebook. Black and white photographic images of a cityscape had been pasted 
onto the pages of the supposed notebook, the photographs were followed by a layer of 
coloured dots, or so it seemed (Fig. 2-5) Each of the framed images was presented as a 
reproduction, as a print of a photograph which had been made of an 'original' object, in this 
case the notebook. Neutral wooden frames had been chosen for the images. After the image 
had been taken, it was enlarged, a black background, as it remains from scanning, thereby 
framed the colour images. These reproductions were termed 'plates' and each of them was 
named after a nation, Germany, France, Libya were among these. A wall-text, entitled 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
11 Let´s be honest in the following 
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'foreword', provided more context. I present this text in its entirety here, as it is integral to the 
piece, firstly because it is part of the conceptual frame, and secondly because it is the key 
source to provide the recipient12 with elemental narrative aspects, such as how the work 
allegedly came to be: 
 
I collected bullets and shrapnel. I would run out to the streets after a night or day of 
shelling to remove bullets from walls, cars, and trees. I kept detailed notes of where I 
found every bullet by photographing the sites of my findings, and by placing coloured dots 
over the bullet holes in my black and white photographs. The colour of the dots 
corresponded to the mesmerizing hues I found on the bullets’ tips. The colours were also 
faithful to the distinct code devised by manufacturers in different countries to mark their 
cartridges and shells. 13 
 
 The narrator of this text is Raad himself, he is not only framing how and when the 
'plates' supposedly were made but also his personal involvement in its production. An 
archival artefact, in this case the notebook, is shown as the result of an archival act, here 
collecting the ammunition, taking pictures and superimposing the dots onto the images. 
 While one might take this information to be explanatory and elucidating the content of 
the 'file', it actually is not, and rather takes the reader on a false path. Raad did indeed live in 
Lebanon during the Civil War, but the production of the notebook in the said context seems 
unlikely. In an additional text named 'specifications', which lists the key data of the piece, 
such as the dimensions, the recipient is informed that the supposed 'document' Let´s be honest 
was produced - not donated - in 1998. This text is not only reproduced in publications but 
also accompanies the framed individual artworks hung in an exhibition.  
 To elucidate this point, it is more likely that the plates were made digitally from start 
to finish, rather than being reproductions of a physically made object. This situates their 
production in recent years, when computer programs and digital image manipulation became 
more widely available. Each of the layers is perfectly flat, there is no wrinkling, the pages do 
not show any sign of ageing, as it would be expected from an artefact that had been produced 
almost thirty years ago in war time conditions (Fig.2-5). 
 The use of digital means to produce the images is furthermore connected to the 
biography of Raad and the context of the post-civil war art scene. In the volume Narrating 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
12 I have chosen the term recipient deliberately, as it fits the works of The Atlas Group better, as it includes 
visual and textual perception, unlike 'reader' or 'viewer'.  
13 Raad, 2007, p. 53. 
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conflict in the Middle East it is explained, that the media industries situated in Beirut had a 
strong impact on the Post-Civil-War generation of artists. Many of these were acquiring skills 
in jobs that they then deployed for their art-practices. 14  Whether Raad gained his 
competences in image processing programs in this very context, or he was applying an 
approach that was very common among his generation remains unclear.  
 
1.2 Layering and fabricating 
 An aversive strategy, which seems to be allegedly explanatory, allowing access and 
mediating 'facts', is also perpetuated by the overall structure of the artwork. This strategy 
works as a combination of textual and visual components, which are referring to each other, 
that are fabricating the piece. This includes the supposed original notebook, its reproductions 
(the 'plates'), the 'foreword' and the 'specifications'. I chose the term fabricating here 
deliberately, since it alludes to 'fabric', as one can understand the final result as the 
interweaving of several narrative threads, which end up constituting the artwork, while 
constructing a mesh-like structure. This 'fabricated' nature also works as being aversive - 
there is not one path given that is allowing access but several narrative threads, which are not 
clarifying the contents but are leading the recipient astray. 
 'To fabricate' is imbued with another notion, though it is connected to something being 
made up, a construct of lies or untruths. This links into the complex understanding of fact and 
fiction, which is inherent to all works within The Atlas Group. Fact and fiction are not to be 
understood as two opposite poles, but rather as material that is being transformed into new 
notions until 'facts are treated as processes'. Raad himself has been mentioning this 
transformative stance in an interview with Jalal Toufic, one of the key figures of the post-war 
Lebanese art scene:  
 
The truth of the documents we archive/collect does not depend for us on their factual 
accuracy. In other words, it does not matter to us whether blue prints were found buried 
32 meters under the rubble in downtown Beirut. We are not concerned with facts if 
facts are considered to be self-evident objects always already present in the world. 
Furthermore, we hold that this common-sense definition of facts, this theoretical 
primacy of facts, must be challenged. Facts have to be treated as processes. One of the 
questions we find ourselves asking is: How do we approach facts, not in their crude 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
14 Matar 2013, p.66. 
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facticity, but through the complicated mediations by which facts acquire their 
immediacy? 15  
 Raad states here that the 'truth' of the 'documents' within The Atlas Group are not 
depending on their factual accuracy and gives the example of the work Secrets in the open 
sea and its supposed origin. Conventional aspects of 'facts', such as being 'self-evident 
objects' which are permanently available are thereby subject to deconstruction within The 
Atlas Group. It also is interesting to note here that Raad is using the first form plural, 'we' 
instead of 'I', which alludes to the 'fictional' collective entity that is supposedly behind the 
works within this body of work.   
 
1.3 The 'plates' - averting and palimpsestic 
 The 'plates' furthermore are imbued with aspects that avert access. Each of the layers 
is connected to the next one, however none of these is allowing immediate 'entry' to the 
artwork. Considering the overall appearance of the images, they are rather palimpsestic in 
nature. A palimpsest describes a piece of parchment, which has been written upon several 
times while the earlier layers have only been partially erased - different layers of meaning 
thereby are still present but difficult to discern and decipher. In Let´s be honest, the notebook 
as the first layer contains schematic drawings of guns and cartridges; however, one cannot 
really tell how and if they relate to the other layers. The next layer, in this case the black and 
white photographs of city-scapes, are covering large parts of the aforementioned drawings, 
just to be then covered again by the coloured dots themselves. Interference thereby is another 
phenomenon that is averting immediate accessibility to the artwork, and more importantly, its 
supposed informational content. If one establishes a hierarchy in-between these layers, the 
dots are taking an especially strong role, as the layers are sitting on top of the other ones.  
 
1.4 Montage/ Collage 
 This mode of constructing an image, which relies on the principles of superimposition 
and layering, can be understood as collage or/and montage. In his observation on Let´s be 
honest, Ernst van Alphen also uses the term montage.16 However, he does so without further 
reasoning or using it for a more in-depth unpacking of the artwork. I want to argue that 
montage and collage are valid concepts to further reflect upon the processes at play in this 
piece, such as the transformation of accessibility by the act of concealing.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
15 Merewether, 2006, p. 178. 
16 Van Alphen 2014, p. 233. 
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 These two terms, montage and collage, provide similar yet different framings. Collage 
is referring to a physical process, which involves glue, French colle. What is more, collage 
works on the level of fragmenting an original, rather than recombining it within the new 
context, the collage. For Let´s be honest montage provides a more valid term. It is connected 
closely to filmic techniques - montage here describes a key instrument to create a narrative, 
and more importantly, to craft meaning by the intentional and effective recombination of 
sequences of moving imagery.17 This aspect is reverberating in Let´s be honest, as each layer 
is chosen to convey very specific results. Even though montage does refer to the cutting up 
and recombination of filmstrips, this physical material, this process also can be understood as 
strategic and conceptual. As the 'plates' of Let´s be honest have been made digitally, being 
conceptual rather than physical, because the different elements are combined to achieve a 
desired effect and are part of a narrative, I will use the term montage from now on.  
 
1.4.1 Montage - no access to the 'original' 
 Montage in its conventional understanding is further reverberating in Let´s be honest. 
The trajectories of montage and photography were very closely connected from the early 
modernist period onwards. In the 1920s, German artist (and activist) John Heartfield became 
one of the most prolific artists within this movement. He used a wide range of sources for his 
works, which constructed new significations by the intentional recombination of different 
source materials. For photomontages, the 'original' montage is photographed and then printed 
anew. It is this reproduction process, which imbues the montage with more cohesion and 
furthermore makes the 'original' no longer attainable. The different sources are blurred, and 
more importantly, the layers that were used to construct the artefact can no longer be taken 
apart.  
 This principle also is at work in Let´s be honest. One can only access the 
reproductions, but not the supposed original, in this case the notebook. Moreover, the layers 
are irreversibly connected, one cannot look beneath these, as there is no 'original' - the whole 
image was most likely produced digitally. This aspect of not being able to look beneath the 
dots further strengthens a specific notion here: on one hand, they serve to point out, make 
visible more clearly the impacts of the bullets. Each of the dots is the reaffirmation of the 
possible presence of a bullet hole. On the other hand however, each of the circular planes of 
colour replaces the very bit of the image it is supposed to emphasize. Accordingly, this very 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
17 Kuhn, Annette, and Guy Westwell. "montage." In A Dictionary of Film Studies. : Oxford University Press, 
2012. http://www.oxfordreference.com/view/10.1093/acref/9780199587261.001.0001/acref-9780199587261-e-
0451. 
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part of the photograph is not emphasized but actually concealed from sight. What is more, the 
dots are interfering not only with the layers beneath but also amongst each other, which 
makes the content beneath the image even more difficult to decipher (Fig. 1/3). The dot then 
is no longer limited to a circular shape but establishes amorphic planes that are blocking out 
aspects of the image.  
 
1.5 Potentiality  
 What function does this paradoxical process of pointing out and concealing serve? 
The recipient is left with uncertainty what might be beneath the dots and the shapes, which 
they constitute. This experience of not-knowing or being open to interpretation can be 
understood as ambiguity, being open to more than one interpretation. Indeed one could say 
that the dots work in an ambiguous mode, but there are more complexities at play here. In my 
opinion, the concept of potentiality provides a more valid option in this context, as it 
encompasses more complex processes of interpretation and is more closely related to notions 
of possibility. It contains elements of temporality, possibility and truth as I will point out in 
the following. 
 In its original understanding, which is rooted in Aristotelean thinking, potentiality is 
the quality of something to possibly become actuality, which can be roughly translated to 
being factual or true. Within this classical understanding, potentiality functions as the 
counterpoint to actuality, which forms a dichotomy between the two terms. To quote from the 
dictionary of philosophy: 
 
In a more general sense, potentiality is traditionally contrasted with actuality, a distinction 
intimately related in Aristotelian metaphysics to the distinction between matter and form, 
and one which more or less coincides with the modern distinction between the 
dispositional and the occurrent. 18 
 
 Potentiality in its conventional understanding is mostly directed towards the future - 
something could occur, become true, in the future. I think this relationship can be further 
broadened and in consequence it can facilitate the understanding of the complexities within 
Let´s be honest as it is closely linked to several layers of temporality, which I will 
demonstrate.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
18 Lowe, E. J. "potentiality." The Oxford Companion to Philosophy. : Oxford University Press, 2005. Oxford 
Reference. 2005. Date Accessed 31 Mar. 2017  
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 Firstly, the dots could signify that which could have been true. The supposed bullet 
hole would then be an event in the past, of which the trace continues to exist in the present. 
Besides that, the dot then also could signify a trace that is no longer existent. This is indeed 
linked to a phenomenon of post war Lebanon: right after the Lebanese Civil War had ended, 
many of Beirut´s buildings, in the city centre especially, were demolished to make way for 
the reconstruction work by Rafik Hariri's company Solidere.19 Applying this reading, the dot 
then is not an act of blocking out, a tool of amnesia as Wroczysnki has been stating20, but on 
the contrary, a tool of preserving the trace and solidifying its existence on another level. This 
phenomenon is also present in another cultural object, which was produced in the 
environment of post-war Beirut. Around The Pink House by Joana Hadjithomas and Khalil 
Joreige is among the first movies to be made right after the war. Its main site is a townhouse 
in a fictitious Beirut neighbourhood, which two families inhabit illegally. The house is about 
to be demolished but the families living there are protesting against that. The son of the 
family who also is going to university, however, is taking a very specific path: he is 
meticulously documenting every bullet hole and crack in the building.21 Thereby Let´s be 
honest is also indirectly referencing another artwork which was stemming from the same 
context and has become imbedded in the discourse of post-war Lebanon.  
 Secondly, the dots signify that which could be the case or be true. It could have been 
the case that the impact of a bullet has marked the wall on this spot, but it did not. It points 
out the possibility of a past event that supposedly could have left a trace on the given spot. 
Here potentiality alludes to the chance element that is involved in the course of events.  
 What is more, potentiality also points towards the future, as you could also read it as 
that which could become true. The circles thereby locate a site where a bullet could hit the 
wall at some point in time. In this understanding, armed conflict is constantly lurking, 
fighting could come back any time and the experience of the Lebanese Civil War could be 
repeated. However these events remain unpredictable - each iteration of the supposed impact, 
possibly taking place in the future, thereby is an affirmation of the purely assumptive nature 
of all predictions. This also relates to the contemporary reality of Lebanon. Syria had already 
taken an important role in the Lebanese Civil War and remained in Lebanon as an occupying 
force until 2006. With the Syrian Civil War still going on in 2017, these connections remain 
present, as religious ties to the Alawite minority have, to give an example, led to fighting in 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
19 Haugbolle 2012, p. 84. 
20 Wroczynski, 2011, p. 768. 
21 Haugbolle 2012, p. 66. 
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the Northern Lebanese harbour city Sidon in 2013.22 Furthermore, Lebanon is home to one of 
the largest numbers of Syrian refugees world-wide; this is an important aspect to mention, as 
the presence of Palestinian refugees in pre-war Lebanon also has been explained to be one of 
the destabilising factors that led to the fifteen year conflict in 1975.23  
Potentiality thereby serves the function of a pointer of the a-temporality of the Lebanese Civil 
War. Its experiences, trauma and its consequences are present across past, present and future. 
This reading of potentiality can be related to Eva Respini´s statement in the catalogue of 
Walid Raad´s MoMa retrospective which mentions that The Atlas Group points out a collapse 
of past, present and future.24 
 Besides these readings that are concerned with the supposed presence of bullet holes, 
Let's be honest contains another layer of potentiality. The 'plates' are titled according to the 
nations, which were supplying the material, which Raad, according to the narrative, collected. 
However, one cannot really tell where the ammunition used in the Lebanese Civil War was 
manufactured. It is likely that the countries did indeed manufacture war related products and 
supplies but their usage in the conflict remains speculative. However, this understanding also 
is directed to the future; material of the described origins could come to be used in the future. 
This aspect is not only connected to an abstract likelihood but also to real and urgent 
phenomena of armed conflict worldwide. Small arms, light weapons and the ammunition of it 
are easily proliferated which proves to be a contemporary issue.25 
 
Miraculous beginnings 
 The phenomenon of potentiality that I used for the reading of Let´s be honest also 
echoes in other works within The Atlas Group and enables further unpacking. The work 
Miracolous Beginnings is introduced in the 'foreword' of it as follows: 
 
From 1975 until 1991, Dr. Fadl Fakhouri was in the habit of carrying two 8mm film 
cameras with him wherever he went. With one camera he exposed a frame of film every 
time he came across the sign of a doctor´s or dentist’s office. Dr. Fakhouri titled the two 
rolls of film, Miracolous Beginnings and No, Illness is Neither Here Nor There.26 
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
22 http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-23025136 
23 Calame 2009. 
24 Respini 2015, p. 36 
25 https://www.un.org/disarmament/convarms/salw/ 
26 theatlasgroup.org 
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 I want to concentrate on the artwork Miracolous Beginnings here. 'Dr. Fakhouri' is 
another fictitious entity within The Atlas Group, to whom some of the 'files' are attributed. 
The work constitutes a fragment of moving images, that is made up by the aforementioned 
stills but lasts for about 20 seconds. This account about the circumstances of production, 
however is once again more likely to be fictitious and part of the narrative. Nevertheless, each 
of the images signifies a moment of potentiality, of having heard a rumour, having had a 
feeling, which could have become true or could have been true for some time. Taking into 
account the amount of images that constitute the work, the complexity of the Lebanese Civil 
War is being reflected. Raad has been terming the Lebanese Civil War not in the singular but 
in its plural form: The Lebanese Civil Wars. This connotes the plurality of different strands of 
conflict, sectarian, geo-political, class-related that were culminating in Lebanon at that time.  
 It almost seems as if this piece is an ironic commentary on Jean-Luc Godard´s famous 
quote, 'Cinema is truth 24 times a second', which originates from his 1960 movie, Le Petit 
Soldat. The main protagonist is taking some portrait photographs in a sequence and then 
makes this statement. In Miraculous Beginnings the moving image is constituted rather by 
'this could have been the truth' or 'this could have become the truth' for 24 times a second. 
 Besides dealing with potentiality, this artwork also makes use of montage but does so 
in a more conventional fashion. Each of the images constitutes a frame within the film. The 
montage of the material to generate the film seems random, there is no clear intentionality, no 
scenes are divided in the sequence. One could understand this mode of working as 
accumulative, as it amasses imagery for which the intention to produce it was the news about 
the end of the war. However Derrida´s notion of iteration here might provide a more fitting 
option. It describes a process, which is repeated over time while each repetition changes the 
act itself, as well as the reading of the coming ones. Each iteration of the thought 'the war 
might come to an end' would change it, as the expectations and the likelihood of this 
assumption would be differing during the Lebanese Civil War years, in which the narrative 
situates the production of the piece.  
 
When further analysing the role of montage in Let´s be honest, connections to writing and 
inscription become apparent. Each of the dots inscribes the potential presence of a trace onto 
the image as the foregoing negotiation of potentiality has shown. Furthermore, the dots do not 
only serve to imbue the 'plates' with the latter, they also are an act of attribution. In my 
opinion, ascription might be the most productive understanding for this phenomenon, in 
particular when taking writing as the general perspective. The potential trace is being 
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connected to a country that was manufacturing ammunition or other war related products. 
Accordingly, the agency of the montage relating to writing is oscillating between re-
inscription and ascription of (potential) traces. 
 
To sum up, this chapter has shown that firstly, layering, and secondly, more specifically, 
montage are techniques that avert from direct access to the content of the artwork. By using a 
transformative tension between concealing and signifying, potentiality is evoked as a 
phenomenon, which further tricks the recipients impulse to understand and discern fact from 
fiction. These reflections thereby have shown the validity of 'montage' today, despite having 
its origins in the 1920s - firstly, as an angle from which to reflect on contemporary art, but 
secondly, also as a technique, medium and strategy of art production. The relationship 
between potentiality and montage adds a new perspective on the agency of this term and 
proves its complexity. Writing and inscription are inherent phenomena to the specific 
application of montage within Let´s be honest and add new understandings to the term - these 
notions of writing will serve as a link to the following chapter, which is concerned with 
history writing and the transformation of its conventional understandings in The Atlas Group. 
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2 Subjective History writing 
 
 As argued, writing in specific modes can be understood as an integral mechanism in 
the functioning of Let´s be honest. Montage here can be understood as an act of inscription 
and writing. History writing also is a subject, which is present in many of the artistic 
deconstructions, reflections and transformations taking place in The Atlas Group. 
Conventional notions of this genre of writing are deconstructed, the fissures of it made 
visible, in several ways. Among the perpetuated notions are subjectivity and a non-personal 
nature of history writing, features, which are normally used to draw distinctions from fiction. 
Continuity and constant availability of historic documents, accounts and texts are other 
understandings, which are reflected upon here. Two artworks, Let´s be honest and Secrets in 
the open sea will be subject of these reflections. 
 I will relate my analysis to two thinkers, which divides the forthcoming reflections in 
two sections. First anchor point is Hayden White's text, the historical text as literary artefact. 
Within this first section I will analyse how claims of objectivity, which are conventionally 
connected with history writing, are transformed within The Atlas Group. Let´s be honest will 
be subject to further analysis by using this perspective. 
 Secondly, Jalal Toufic's concept of the withdrawal of tradition past a surpassing 
disaster will serve as a base for my argument. Toufic is one of the key figures of the post-war 
Lebanese cultural scene, his practice is multifaceted and encompasses movies, video-
installations and a prolific output of texts. 
 I have chosen these two authors as they provide two distinct perspectives, which are 
rooted in different contexts. My supervisor Kitty Zijlmans brought White’s theories to my 
attention. While White is originating in Euramerican academia and has become an integral 
figure in the discourse around history writing, Toufic is part of Lebanon's cultural scene and 
provides a very much different take on the subject with his text The withdrawal of tradition 
past a surpassing disaster. Toufic draws upon a broad spectrum of theories and thinkers to 
write his texts, these references range from Nietzsche to esoteric schools of Islam such as 
Sufism. Even though the Post-War Lebanese War art scene is part of global contemporary art 
production as the involvement in art biennales and other events of that kind demonstrate, 
many of those who are part of this scene make use of very specific modes of art production. 
One of these is a close connection to a text that oftentimes is dense and closely connected to 
poetry and essayistic writing. Toufic´s work also provides an especially interesting example, 
firstly, since he is working in many different media, and secondly since his texts are 
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reverberating in the work of Raad. My intention is far from othering the Lebanese art scene 
and the writing that is stemming from it, but I deliberately use this example because it 
provides another framing to reflect upon the works within The Atlas Group. Using these two 
authors thereby should provide a dialogue of distinct perspectives on history writing.  
 
2.1 Hayden White- subjectivity of history writing 
 Hayden White, born in 1928, is a post-structuralist and post-modernist historian and 
thinker from the United States, who coined anew understanding of history writing. In 1972 he 
published a seminal text, which was meant to deconstruct conventional notions of history 
writing. Entitled 'The historical text as literary artefact', this essay led to very mixed 
responses, facing opposition especially by conservative historians, claiming he had damaged 
the reputation of the discipline as a whole.27 
 One of White´s key arguments was pointing at the narrative nature of all history 
writing. This understanding entails further notions: firstly, the deconstruction of claims of 
objectivity, which are deeply embedded in the definition of history writing, and secondly, 
thereby the questioning of claims of 'pure' facticity. By arguing that history writing is 
subjective, and the author thereby making himself present, a critique of neutrality is taking 
place as well.  
 While White was trying to implement a more critical stance towards the negotiation of 
past events, the current situation in 2017 has further proven the urgency to question claims of 
objectivity. The recent inauguration of Donald Trump as the president of the United States 
has brought strategies into official politics of a democratic country, which before were 
associated with non-official media or even authoritarian regimes. Highly subjective 
perspectives, which are attempting to implement flexible notions of facts are applied - not 
only at the past, as it is the case with 'Make America Great Again', an exclusive notion that 
only acknowledges the supposed reality of white men in the 1950s - but also in regards to 
currently happening, or very recent events (i.e. the amount of people watching Trump´s 
inauguration). 
 
 History writing, according to White, is unlike the conventional notion perpetuated 
within academia and science, a process that is not a mere 'factual' writing of history. As each 
author imbues personal understandings into his texts they can rather be understood as literary 
artefacts, to refer to White´s line of argument. Despite the strong notions of objectivity, any 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
27 Goertz 2001, p.11. 
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piece of history writing is subjective, so White also claims. While in a conventional 
understanding there is little connection to the author, this genre of writing is just as 'authored' 
as any other - as White has been elucidating. White especially points out the dysfunctional 
juxtaposition of history and literature: 
 
But in general there has been a reluctance to consider historical narratives as what they 
most manifestly are: verbal fictions, the contents of which have more in common with 
their counterparts in literature than they have with those in the sciences.28 
 
 White here explains the kinship of historic texts and fiction - he goes so far to claim 
that one could call historical narratives as what they are, namely verbal fictions. Furthermore, 
White explains that one of the integral goals of the historian is to refamiliarize the recipient(s) 
with what has been forgotten:  
 
Historians seek to refamiliarize us with events, which have been forgotten through either 
accident, neglect or repression. Moreover, the greatest historians have always dealt with 
those events in the histories of their cultures which are "traumatic" in nature and the 
meaning of which is either problematical or overdetermined in the significance that they 
still have for current life, events such as revolutions, civil-wars, large scale processes such 
as industrialisation and urbanisation, or institutions which have lost their original function 
in a society but continue to play an important role on the current social scene. In looking at 
the ways in which such structures took shape or evolved, historians refamiliarize them, not 
only by providing more information about them, but also by showing how their 
developments conformed to one or another of the story types we conventionally invoke to 
make sense of our own life-histories.29 
 
 This making familiar again also is present in Let´s be honest. Raad firstly recovers 
things he had experienced himself and then makes them public by embedding them into the 
artworks within The Atlas Group. It is by looking back at his own biography and the 
documents he had produced, that he is able to regain personal memories what things were like 
and what had happened. These individual memories however also are part of larger collective 
experiences, a collective trauma of having lived in Lebanon during the Civil War. It is a 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
28 White 1974, p. 82. 
29 White 1974, p. 87. 
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moment of rediscovery or delayed insight, which is embedded into the narrative of Let´s be 
honest. This line of thought, to recover what had been hidden, to retain what has been 
withdrawn, also will reoccur in the second section of this chapter, which is referring to Jalal 
Toufic´s theory of the withdrawal of tradition.  
 At this point a connection to the thinking of White also clarifies the questionable 
status of history writing being merely factual. He points out the traditional juxtaposition of 
history as real and literature as imagined. 
 
The evasion of the implications of the fictive nature of historical narrative is in part a 
consequence of the utility of the concept "history" for the definition of other types of 
discourse. "History" can be set over against "literature" by virtue of its interest in the 
"actual" rather than the "possible", which is supposedly the object of representation of 
"literary" works. Thus, within a long and distinguished critical tradition that has sought to 
determine, what is "real" and what is "imagined" in the novel, history has served as kind of 
archetype of the realistic pole of representation.30 
 
 In this field of tension of facticity and fiction, the artworks of The Atlas Group work 
in several ways. As the inquiry into montage has made clear, potentiality for me is an integral 
aspect of Let´s be honest. Within potentiality there cannot be a static stance of either fact or 
fiction but the recipient is caught up in an in-between state when trying to discern facticity 
from fiction.  
 In a rare interview between Raad and Toufic, which was re-published in the The 
Archive by Charles Merewether31, and also has been mentioned and quoted in chapter one, 
Raad has explained that The Atlas Group is not concerned with what is fictional and what 
factual but that facts are to be understood as processes. This understanding also is 
reverberating in the flickering of possible readings, which is embedded in the concept of 
potentiality. Interestingly, White makes a statement in which the aforementioned line of 
thought is echoing: 
 
The older distinction between fiction and history, in which fiction is conceived as the 
representation of the imaginable and history as the representation of the actual, must give 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
30 White 1974, p. 89. 
31 Merewether 2006, p.179. 
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place to the recognition that we can only know the actual by contrasting it with or likening 
it to the imaginable. 32  
 
 The concept of potentiality speaks clearly from these lines: one can only know the 
actual by contrasting it with or likening it to the imaginable. Potentiality as I have applied it 
for my reading also acts along the lines of that which is imaginable, or possibly true. It is the 
recipient who imagines several readings of what is seen, read or heard and imagines it to be 
actual. In the case of Let´s be honest it is imaginable for the recipient, that each of the 
coloured dots signifies a potential point of impact for a bullet or any other type of projectile 
in either past, present or future.  
 
2.2 Jalal Toufic - The withdrawal of tradition, transforming continuity  
 
 The context of Lebanese post-war writing provides another vital perspective when 
analysing the works within The Atlas Group in relation to history writing. Many of the artists 
of that generation were working across different media on several projects in parallel. Toufic 
is one of these figures to have a prolific output in several media, such as video installations, 
essay films, writing and performance. He maintains close relations with other protagonists of 
the post-war generation as, to give an example, a 2009 lecture performance,33 which took 
place in Berlin shows.34 It was realized in collaboration not only with Raad, but also with film 
directors and artists Joana Hadjithomas und Khalil Joreige who are integral to the Lebanese 
post-war art scene and directed the movie Around the Pink house and are currently working 
on a body of work entitled The Lebanese Rocket society.35 Raad and Toufic also worked 
together beyond the aforementioned lecture performance, the two have for example done 
several interviews, switching roles of interviewer and interviewee. The thoughts and writings 
of Toufic are present in the projects of Raad. Unlike other collaborators, Toufic is not 
fictional. 
 Toufic is the author of Distracted (1991; 2nd ed., 2003), (Vampires): An Uneasy 
Essay on the Undead in Film (1993; 2nd ed., 2003), Over-Sensitivity (1996), Forthcoming 
(2000), Undying Love, or Love Dies (2002), Two or Three Things I’m Dying to Tell You 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
32 White 1974, p. 98. 
33 Lecture performances are a specific type of performance which breaks the boundaries inbetween the two. A 
key aspect to it is, that the performer also acts as a narrator. Specific relations between audience and speaker are 
thereby key aspect of lecture performances. 
34 http://www.artandeducation.net/announcement/walid-raad-jalal-toufic-the-withdrawal-of-tradition-past-a-
surpassing-disaster/ 
35 http://hadjithomasjoreige.com/lebanese-rocket-society/ 
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(Post-Apollo, 2005), and ‘Ashura’: This Blood Spilled in My Veins (Forthcoming Books, 
2005). Toufic's works were presented internationally, in spaces such as the Artists Space in 
New York; Witte de With in Rotterdam. Toufic furthermore held teaching positions at the 
University of California at Berkeley, California Institute of the Arts, USC, as well as DasArts 
and the Rijksakademie in Amsterdam. Since september 2015 Toufic is the director of the 
School of Visual Arts at the Lebanese Academy of Fine Arts (ALBA).36 
 One of Toufic´s theories is the 'withdrawal of tradition past a surpassing disaster'. 
Documents, artworks, texts and other cultural objects are not available, withdrawn, after a 
traumatic event and only become attainable again after a certain amount of time. The close 
relationship to the works of Raad also becomes visible in this essay having been published in 
2009 as part of a multivolume catalogue for an exhibition by Raad entitled Scratching on 
Things I Could Disavow: A History of Modern and Contemporary Art in the Arab World / 
Part I_Volume 1_Chapter 1 (Beirut: 1992-2005).37 As it is the case with many of Toufic´s 
texts, this one also is available as a pdf from his website which demonstrates his open-content 
approach.  
 As Toufic´s theory is complex and applies very specific understandings of the terms, 
which are used, I want to elaborate on these. Withdrawal as it is applied here means, that 
something is no longer attainable, either physically or on a metaphorical level. It 
encompasses both states and actions. While one would normally understand it as a transitory, 
active verb, here its nature remains unclear - one does not know whether withdrawal is to be 
understood as passive or active. What is more, withdrawal can be understood as an opposite 
to availability. Interestingly, it is different from loss and can also be understood as a state, 
which is reversible. This word is rooted also in military terminology, meaning that the 
decision has been made, to reverse the order made before and go back, leaving the battlefield 
completely or taking another position. 
 Tradition here goes beyond the conventional reading which mostly encompasses 
something intangible that has been perpetuated by culture. The word goes back to the Latin 
word 'tradere' which can be understood as to pass on - by understanding this word from its 
root, it can be understood more broadly. Toufic´s line of thought encompasses art-historical 
objects, historic documents and even scholars and thinkers. Tradition thereby refers to both 
tangible as well as intangible 'cultural objects'. It also includes abilities to interpret and read 
texts as the analysis of Let´s be honest will show.  
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 Part of the publication of The Withdrawal of Tradition after a surpassing disaster, is 
an email dialogue between Los Angeles based curator Stephanie Sykes and Toufic. Being 
asked to further elaborate on the meaning of surpassing, he gives the following answer, 
referring to the French writer and literary theorist Maurice Blanchot:  
 
The surpassing disaster I have conceptualized is more limited than the disaster Blanchot 
writes about in his great book The Writing of the Disaster (“The disaster ruins everything, 
all the while leaving everything intact”); the surpassing disaster leads to the withdrawal 
not of everything, but of tradition, and touches not everyone, but a community, with the 
caveat that this community is reciprocally defined by it as the community of those affected 
by it, and this tradition is defined by it as that which withdraws as a result of the 
surpassing disaster. And while the disaster Blanchot writes about “takes care of 
everything,” and “is not our affair” since it “threatens in me that which is exterior to me—
another than I who passively become other”; the surpassing disaster is “our affair”—thus 
defining the community—and it is thinkers, writers, artists, filmmakers, musicians, and 
dancers who can “take care,” by resurrecting it, of what has withdrawn as a result of the 
surpassing disaster. 
 
 Toufic here explains that withdrawal as a phenomenon is limited to tradition and 
thereby does not encompass everything. Moreover, he elucidates that disaster is affecting a 
community and not society as a whole; this community again is defined by the very fact that 
it is affected by withdrawal. Tradition, he elaborates, is defined as that which withdraws as 
the result of the surpassing disaster. Thinkers, writers etc. are the ones to resurrect what has 
withdrawn as a consequence of the surpassing disaster. If we understand this group of people 
as intellectuals, this community is clearly imbued with a political and societal role, which is 
recovering, resurrecting and re-familiarizing. Resurrecting additionally alludes to other texts 
by Toufic, which are dealing with concepts such as the 'undead' and vampires but it also 
makes clear the very specific understanding of tradition, as 'resurrecting' is inclusive to living 
entities while at the same time showing the nearly esoteric quality of some elements within 
Toufic´s texts. 
 
 Due to its complexity, I want to further quote the text The Withdrawal of Tradition 
here.  
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...there would be an additional immaterial withdrawal of literary, philosophical and 
thoughtful texts as well as of certain films, videos, and musical works, notwithstanding 
that copies of these continue to be physically available; of paintings and buildings that 
were not physically destroyed; of spiritual guides; and of the holiness/specialness of 
certain spaces. In other words, whether a disaster is a surpassing one (for a community—
defined by its sensibility to the immaterial withdrawal that results from such a disaster) 
cannot be ascertained by the number of casualties, the intensity of psychic traumas and the 
extent of material damage, but by whether we encounter in its aftermath symptoms of 
withdrawal of tradition.38 
 
Toufic here provides further insight into his theory. The dimensions of a catastrophe, whether 
it is 'a surpassing' one, is not so much about physical damage or the overall loss of cultural 
objects and heritage, but whether a 'withdrawal of tradition' is among the results of the 
traumatic event. Trauma thereby is being shown as something that disrupts the perpetuation 
of cultural phenomena - however these ruptures are not eternal but are only valid for a certain 
amount of time.   
 
In the case of surpassing disasters, the material loss of many of the treasures of tradition 
not only through destruction but also through theft to the victor’s museums is exacerbated 
by immaterial withdrawal. Basing themselves on what has been resurrected, some of those 
who belong to the community of the surpassing disaster can contest the version of history 
edited by the victors, who, not being part of the community of the surpassing disaster, have 
the advantage that the works and documents are available to them without having to 
resurrect them.39 
 
Here Toufic points out a difference that he sees in the effects of withdrawal. Different groups 
within a traumatic event suffer differently from effects of withdrawal. Interestingly he states 
that those who were not the ones to directly suffer also maintain access to cultural objects. I 
will put Toufic´s theory of the 'withdrawal of tradition past a surpassing disaster' into a 
dialogue with several artworks, namely Let´s be honest, which I have already been referring 
to, as well as the work Secrets in the open sea from 2004. 
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The withdrawal of tradition in relation to Let´s be honest  
 The phenomenon of withdrawal which Toufic describes is also present in the narrative 
around Let´s be honest. The 'foreword' states that Raad had produced his documents during 
the Lebanese War years. The informational content of the notebooks he had created, however, 
became clear to him much later. It was only after the war, that it became clear to him, that the 
different colours of bullets and shrapnel he had documented actually were signifiers that 
allowed to trace back the origin of this material. Indirectly this meant also to be able to name 
the countries to manufacture ammunition that was used during the Lebanese Civil War.  
 It is history writing, which is not immediate, but takes a certain amount of time to 
become truly valid. The withdrawal is on a level of understanding, of being able to 
comprehend the informational content. Raad had the object, the supposed original notebook, 
in his possession over the war years and beyond that traumatic event. However, it is only by 
time passing in-between the event of disaster and revisiting the documents that he realizes, 
what information the documents actually contain.  
 Interestingly, Raad here serves the double function of being the supposed author of the 
documents and at the same time the one who is going through this process of 
refamiliarization with the repressed information. Repressing trauma and later re-discovering 
it, also alludes to the highly personal nature of history writing. A personal psychological 
conflict is seemingly behind these processes, which are at play and demonstrate the human 
nature of the historian, or termed more fittingly, the historiographer. History writing here is 
shown in a very complex mode as Raad´s function within the narrative is going back and 
forth in-between witness, author and more precisely historian, the person to write historical 
documents. 
 
Secrets in the open sea 
 Other works within The Atlas Group are imbued with the withdrawal of tradition as 
well. The work Secrets in the open sea is a telling example. The artwork consists of 
photographic prints, in different shades of blue (Fig. 8-9). Smaller images depicting black and 
white portraits of different persons, are combined with the larger blue ones. An explanation 
about these combinations is given in the narrative in which the artwork is embedded. The 
portraits supposedly depict people, whose bodies were found in the Mediterranean sea, as the 
'foreword' to this artwork is stating: 
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Secrets in the Open Sea consists of 29 photographic prints that were found buried under 
the rubble during the 1992 demolition of Beirut's war-ravaged commercial districts. The 
prints were different shades of blue and each measured 110x175 cm. The prints were 
entrusted to The Atlas Group in 1994 for preservation and analysis. In l996, The Atlas 
Group sent 6 of the prints to laboratories in France for technical analysis. Remarkably, the 
laboratories recovered small black and white latent images from the blue prints. The small 
images represented group portraits of men and women. The Atlas Group was able to 
identify all the individuals represented in the small black and white images, and it turned 
out that they were all individuals who drowned, died or were found dead in the 
Mediterranean between 1975 and 1991.40 
 
 A withdrawal is happening here in two aspects. Firstly, these photographic prints said 
to have been covered by the rubble of downtown Beirut after the war. It was there, that they 
were discovered and then made accessible again by The Atlas Group. Unlike in Let´s be 
honest, the withdrawal, which is taking place, is framed as a physical process. Uncovering the 
photographic prints is much more an excavation, rather than one of interpretation and 
remembering. When analysing the signification of the ruins of downtown Beirut a much more 
complex metaphor becomes visible. It was right after the war, that Rafik Hariri´s building 
company Solidere was tearing down large parts of the former city centre. Even though some 
of the structures could have been preserved, they were torn down.41 Thereby the post-war 
demolition of down-town Beirut is referring to two traumas: firstly, the Lebanese Civil War 
which devastated many buildings and secondly the post-war 'reconstruction' which was more 
of an act of amnesia than one of rebuilding. It is within these over-determined fragments of 
the past, that Raad frames the recovery of theses 'documents'. Despite being readable as 
merely physical, the withdrawal of these objects can be understood as more complex, as it 
also refers to larger societal and historiographic conflicts of Lebanon and Beirut in particular.  
 Secondly, the artefacts themselves are imbued by withdrawal. The supposed artefacts, 
in this case the blue photographic prints, also have withdrawn their true informational content 
- it takes forensic research in a laboratory to attain the portraits, which are then shown more 
clearly in the presentation by Raad. One thereby could argue that the objects themselves had 
withdrawn from making accessible their actual content, which demonstrates the highly 
complex nature of all withdrawal.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
40 Respini 2015, p.38. 
41 Haugbolle 2012, p. 69. 
	   26	  
 This chapter has shown the highly complex nature of the transformative 
deconstructions of history writing which are taking place in The Atlas Group. Conventional 
claims of objectivity are transformed into subjectivity, which elucidates the authored nature 
of history writing. Toufic's reflections were viable tools to further analyse the deconstruction 
of history writing and its claim of continuity and accessibility. While White and Toufic come 
from distinct backgrounds, their thoughts can be seen echoing in the works. This 
demonstrates the universal quality of The Atlas Group, which is informed by theory both 
from Euramerica as well as the Middle East. Raad´s biography mirrors this aspect with 
having spent his life not only in Lebanon but in the USA also. The PhD that he did in the 
United States further exemplifies this aspect - it is about some foreigners who were taken 
hostage during the Lebanese Civil War and how this event was mediated and reflected.42 The 
Atlas Group thereby can be understood as a intercultural negotiation of history writing, in 
which theory echoes in a fruitful dialogue.    
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3 Authorship, authority and political power 
 
 Writing, which became apparent as an undercurrent phenomenon in chapter one and 
also was subject in chapter two in the form of history writing, will also serve as a link to this 
chapter. The writer, the author, the historian, the person who gets to define what is deemed 
worth documenting and more precisely, being worth being stored in the archive, all these 
roles of authorship are closely linked to authority, as it is going to be reflected upon in this 
chapter. In this chapter I also want to argue that The Atlas Group further negotiates and 
transforms phenomena, which the archive is imbued with. Not only are authorship and 
authority closely intertwined, but more importantly, these terms contain close connections 
with political power.  
 Authorship and authority are intertwined already on the level of their etymology. Both 
can be traced back to the verb ‘augere’: 
 
Today it is clear that “ auctor ”, the Latin origin of “author”, is derived from the verb 
augere, which means “to increase, augment, strengthen that which is already in existence”; 
in addition, it means “to exalt, embellish, enrich”.43 
 
The word ‘auctoritas’ then allows further insights into the connections of authorship and 
authority on an etymological level.  
 
Auctoritas – authority – was the quality of being auctor. In Roman civil law, the auctor 
was the person who served as a reference or voucher in a legal case, and whose security 
was named his auctoritas ."44 
 
Authority has been changing greatly in meaning from the context of the Roman Empire to 
modern times, which I am not going deal with here. I will adhere to this classic concept for 
my argumentation. 
 The archive as a tool and as a site of history writing especially makes interconnections 
between authorship and authority visible. Among the mechanisms of authority is the choice, 
who gets to write history, who gets to define the ways in which events will be documented. 
This question then is connected to the one who gets to define which accounts, documents and 
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artifacts are deemed worthy archiving. Furthermore the question arises, who is being allowed 
access to what is stored in the archive. 
 All these questions are imbued with authority: authority of authorship, as it is the case 
with writing historic documents, which are then stored in the archive, authority of selecting 
what enters the archive and also authority of giving access to the archive´s contents. 
Interpreting the archive´s contents then is the last function, which is imbued with authority 
that is directly related to having access to it.  
 These fields of tension present in the discourse around the archive, are especially valid 
for the situation of Post-War Lebanon. Firstly, interpretations of the war are as numerous as 
the fighting factions of the Civil War. Each of the groups has its own modes of remembering, 
monumentalizing, interpreting and mediating the recent past of Lebanon. These divides 
perpetuate the conflict on the level of history writing and remembering, as there is hardly a 
consensus to be found. Danish scholar Sune Haugbolle discusses these phenomena in his 
2010 book War and Memory in Lebanon.45 
 Secondly, there is no central incentive to document what has happened. A state 
ordered amnesia, known as the Taif accord lead to impunity for all acts committed during the 
years of the war. 46 The Taif accord also led to the transfer of many who were involved in the 
war to also be part of contemporary politics.47Accordingly, the question also arises not so 
much, who gets to write history and what is being stored, but also if any archival and 
historiographical referencing of an event is available.  
 It becomes evident that authority to write histories is something that is at stake, a field 
that is being held by the different individual interpretations of the war while at the same time 
being vacant, as a task for Lebanese society still left to be done. 
 A whole generation of well-educated writers, curators, film makers and artists, many 
of whom were taking several of these positions in parallel, felt the need to take up this task in 
the years after the Lebanese Civil War. It were their practices that entered the vacuum of a 
large scale negotiation and led to the highly complex reflections about the Lebanese Civil 
War. Artistic practices of post-war Lebanon, such as writing, performance art, video-
installations as well as artworks which were transgressing the borders in between categories 
were taking up this strand of discourse and thereby were as a matter of fact creating political 
power, if one relates this stance to the following quote by Derrida from archive fever: 
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There is no political power without control of the archive, if not of memory. Effective 
democratization can always be measured by this essential criterion: the participation in and 
the access to the archive, its constitution and its interpretation. 48 
 
 Derrida sees political power as closely intertwined with the archive - one has to 
control the archive in order to hold political power. He even goes further to link it to 
democratization which, according to him, can be measured by four factors: participation in, 
access to, the constitution, and interpretation of the archive. 
 Artists in Lebanon - and other countries of the Middle East - thereby were inducing a 
process of democratization on the societies they were from. Thereby these artists were ahead 
of the societal and political situations and were actively attempting to change a status quo; 
such a stance can be understood as both radical and avant-garde. Radical, since it is going 
back to the root, as which the archive can be seen, and avant-garde for being ahead of current 
situations while simultaneously implementing change via ones practice.  
 Within Let´s be honest authorship is connected to authority in another way. As Raad is 
supposedly tracing back the ammunition, which was used to its producers he is ascribing 
them to their 'authors'. As these documents are situated in a field where there is no discourse 
about the participation and contribution to the conflict, a document which states clearly who 
was involved in the supply of war related material, becomes imbued with authority as it has 
the potential to generate clarity along the different parties involved.   
 
Authorship and the archive  
 The archive is in its classical understanding, which dates back to ancient Greece, a site 
of authority. It is where the documents of law are being kept. The only people who have 
access to this institution are the archons. They are also the ones to decide what is being stored 
in the ‘arkhe’. As they are also the ones to decide which contents enters the archive, these 
figures are also in charge of a specific mode of authorship, in this case the re-inscription of 
documents into the archive. As Derrida elaborates in archive fever: 
 
The hypotheses have a common trait. They all concern the impression left, in my opinion, 
by the Freudian signature on its own archive, on the concept of the archive and possess the 
right to make or to represent the law. On account of their publicly recognized authority, it 
is at their home, in that place which is their house (private house, family house, or 	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employee's house), that official documents are filed. The archons are first of all the 
documents' guardians. They do not only ensure the physical security of what is deposited 
and of the substrate. They are also accorded the hermeneutic right and competence. They 
have the power to interpret the archives. Entrusted to such archons, these documents in 
effect state the law: they recall the law and call on or impose the law. To be guarded thus, 
in the jurisdiction of this stating the law, they needed at once a guardian and a localization. 
Even in their guardianship or their hermeneutic tradition, the archives could neither do 
without substrate nor without residence.49  
 
 Derrida here states that the archons have both the authority to store as well as the 
right, and more precisely, the power to interpret, what is being stored. To be guarded and 
being at one locale is integral to the archive Derrida further elaborates. Raad transforms this 
conventional understanding by situating The Atlas Group in-between Beirut and New York, 
which are two sites which are linked to Raad’s biography. Not only is the importance of 
localization for an archive debunked by this concept, it goes one step further and makes clear 
the transitory state of The Atlas Group. 
 What is more, Raad deflects the role of authority to write documents that enter the 
archive from himself, by stating that The Atlas Group is a collective effort. Additionally, 
there are many other figures to whom the 'documents' are ascribed to. Only in a few examples 
he makes directly clear, that he was the one to select the contents and deemed them 
archivable. My neck is among these examples - here the formation of the piece is directly 
related to the selection of the images that constitute the artwork.  
 
Authorship and performativity 
 By taking the role of authorship and then again leaving this position empty or putting 
fictional entities in his position, authorship becomes transformative and non-static. The role 
of authorship thereby is understood as something fluid, not a fixed position. Authorship is 
subjected to the same understanding which became apparent towards facts- 'Facts have to be 
treated as processes' as Raad stated in the interview with Toufic which already has been 
referred to in chapter 1. Thereby, one could take up the line of argument in this quote and say 
'Authorship has to be treated as process'.   
 The Atlas Group is not fixed to one locality either - there is not one physical site of 
authority, the ‘arkhe’ in the classical terminology of the archive. Raad situates it in Beirut and 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
49 Derrida 1995, p. 17. 
	   31	  
New York, however these two cities rather have to be understood as two poles in between 
which The Atlas Group is active. As The Atlas Group is not attached to one locality, it needs 
to be mediated and represented to become active. This materialisation of the archive can be 
understood as a transformative process.   
 The transformative and performative nature of The Atlas Group also becomes clear in 
the artwork, Part I_Chapter 1_The Atlas Group (1989–2004), which has been framed as an 
unintentional occurrence that took place, as Raad was about to present the works of The Atlas 
Group for the first time in Lebanon. The narrative, which Raad also published in an article on 
e-flux in 2014,50 claims that what happened was a coincidental event, which had not been 
planned and was not part of the concept for the exhibit. After for a long time having refused 
to do so, Raad was presenting The Atlas Group for the first time in Beirut at the German-
Lebanese Gallery Sfeir-Semler. However, the images were reduced to a fraction of their 
original size. These miniatures then were presented in an architectural model of the exhibition 
space. Here again the performative nature of the archive becomes visible. The Atlas Group is 
not static and does react to the different contexts it is being presented in. The exhibition space 
of this work was situated in the Karantina neighbourhood, a site over-determined by the 
events of the Lebanese Civil War. It was in this area, a Palestinian refugee camp was situated 
and a massacre committed by Maronite militias took place in 1976.51 
 Another notion surfaces. Walid Raad is the performer and narrator of the archive. This 
understanding is already embedded in the word ‘auctor’. Besides translations that refer to 
authorship as it is understood today, as someone to produce something, as being its producer, 
this term also refers to a narrator or speaker. Thereby the artwork becomes performative, as 
Raad is not the producer of static artefacts but one to narrate and mediate. 
 Raad takes on this performative role in several ways. Among the modes of 
presentation used for The Atlas Group are lecture performances. In this case Raad is voicing 
the content of the archive, with him becoming the spokesperson of the archive. Within the 
context of lecture performances the relations between the recipient and the speaker are more 
immediate. Additionally Raad acts as the person to select the contents from the archive and 
then present them in an exhibition or in a publication. As it is not attached to one locale as I 
argued before, each presentation of The Atlas Group can be understood as the archive taking 
place at that space or within that publication. Taking place here applies both in its 
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conventional definition, as something happening, as well as in a metaphorical sense, to 
occupy a space, to be attached to a locale.    
 
This chapter has shown the ways in which The Atlas Group is making visible the inherent 
discourses on the archive. These reflections also have made clear the interconnectedness of 
authorship and authority, while authorship also was brought beyond its conventional 
understanding as in several aspects it rather is treated as a process than a static category 
within The Atlas Group. Thereby the archive, as which The Atlas Group is presented, itself 
serves as a vehicle to reflect about its inherent phenomena and embedded conflicts. The Atlas 
Group accordingly has revealed itself as a transformational project, which shaped the 
discourse,; it was the subject of the discourse and at the same time is reflecting on the 
discourse around and within the archive.   
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4 The incapability of the document/ Representing the un-representable moment 
 
 Another aspect embedded in Let´s be honest, is the incapability of the document to 
record the very instant, which led to a trace that however still is present in the image. While 
the trace as a result is still present in the image, the moment to cause it, has not been recorded 
and might even have been beyond the capacity of the medium to capture it. Many of the 
pieces within the Atlas Group seemingly seem to point to moments, to instances, that are not 
recordable, of which there can no representations be made. 
 To substantiate this observation I will refer to a text by Jean Francois Lyotard. 
Published in 1986, Was man nicht erfliegen kann, muss man erhinken, was the result of a 
discussion between Lyotard and Alain Pomarède. Pomarède is a French artist and theoretician 
who self-published a magazine in the late 1970s entitled art present which collected various 
articles focusing on contemporary art practices of the time. Was man nicht erfliegen kann is 
mostly concerned with the nature of experimental cinema but whose theories are applicable to 
other contexts. I found the text only to be available in a German translation published by 
Merve Verlag. However it provides an integral framework for my reflections, which is why I 
will refer to this version in the following and will give my own translation. Among the 
questions asked by Pomarède is: 'Warum gibt es bei Duchamp eigentlich keine Serien?', 
(Why aren´t there any serial works in the work of Duchamp?). I want to quote the text in 
length here, firstly, to provide the text which is difficult to obtain, and secondly, because this 
paragraph lays the foundations for Lyotard´s observations: 
 
This is very simple, since what is it, that Duchamp always wanted to represent? Very 
simple, he wanted to 'represent' the un-representable, that which is never there. That means 
he wants to show the bride as she is being undressed. With the bride however, one always 
comes either too late or too early; is she already naked, then it is too late. Is she still 
dressed, then it is too early; is she naked, then it is too late. Already previously he knows 
that he can never depict her. And that is the very thing that attracts him. Ultimately there 
are only two works The Bride Stripped Bare by Her Bachelors, Even and Given which 
stand in a transformatory relation and are dealing with the same topic. With the bride, in 
the Large glass namely, one does not succeed in seeing the naked woman - it is still too 
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early; with Given one is already too late: she could not be more naked and that is all one 
sees through the key hole.52 
 
 Lyotard accordingly sees the representation of the un-representable, in this case, the 
very moment of undressing the bride, as one of Duchamp's key intentions. This moment, 
which is described here, is situated in tension between two points of temporality - either being 
too early or too late to witness the very instant. By producing these two moments, the before 
and the after of that very moment, Duchamp is pointing at it, but never representing it and 
thereby demonstrating that it actually is un-representable. It this very moment that is 
attractive to him, firstly, because of the erotic quality and secondly, since it is not graspable, 
one cannot record it and only very difficultly discern it from other moments.  
 
Anything else at Duchamp is research work, pure research. Whether it is concerned with 
language or with three- or two-dimensional objects or with music, all is going in the same 
direction, ends up at the same point: to catch the moment, while knowing well, that one 
cannot grasp it, because this moment there one always will forfeit. With this the idea of the 
series is finally revised. If there is something that is inherent to the idea of the series, then 
it is the idea of the instance. The composition of the two ensembles, The Large Glass and 
Given, ensue however, that there never will be a present. And also there will never be a re/ 
presentation in a strict sense of a reproduction. With Duchamp there won´t be any 
re/presentation, since there is no presentation.53 
 
 Lyotard here explains that all of Duchamp´s work has to be understood as research 
that is concerned with depicting a moment about which one knows that it actually is un-	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
52 Lyotard, 36. Das ist ganz einfach, denn was hat Duchamp immer darstellen wollen? Ganz einfach, er hat das 
Undarstellbare schlechthin "darstellen" wollen, das, was nie da ist. D.h. er will die Braut, wie sie gerade entblößt 
wird darstellen. Bei der Braut kommt man nun immer zu spät oder zu früh. Entweder sie ist noch angezogen, 
oder sie ist noch nackt. Ist sie noch angezogen, dann iste es zu früh; ist sie schon nackt, dann ist es zu spät. 
Schon im vorraus weiß er also, dass er sie nie darstellen kann. Und gerade das reizt ihn. Letztendlich gibt es nur 
zwei Werke Die Braut, von ihren Junggesellen nackt entblößt, sogar und Gegeben sei, die zueinander in einem 
Transformationsverhältnis zueinander stehen und beide dasselbe behandeln. Bei der Braut, beim großen Glas 
nämlich, gelingt es am Ende nicht, die nackte Frau zu sehen- es ist also noch zu früh; und bei gegeben sei ist es 
schon zu spät: nackter kann sie gar nicht mehr werden, und nur das sieht man durchs Türloch. 
53 Lyotard, 37Alles übrige bei Duchamp ist Forschungsarbeit, reine Forschung. Ob es nun um Sprache geht, um 
drei- oder zweidimensionale Objekte oder um Musik, alles läuft aufs gleiche hinaus, geschieht mit der gleichen 
Zielsetzung: Den Augenblick zu erfassen, wohl wissend daß man ihn nicht erhaschen kann, denn diesen 
Augenblick da wird man stets verpassen. Damit wird nun die Idee der Serie endgültig korrigiert. Wenn es etwas 
gibt, das die Idee der Serie ausmacht, dann gerade die Idee des Augenblicks. Aus der Komposition der beiden 
Ensembles, DAs Große Glas und Gegeben sei, folgt aber, daß es ein Präsens nie geben wird. Und so wird es 
auch nie eine Re/präsentation im strengen Sinne einer Reproduktion geben. Bei Duchamp wird es keine 
Re/präsentation geben, weil es keine Präsentation gibt.  
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depictable. Key aspect to the concept of series according to Lyotard´s observations is the idea 
of the 'instance', the works of Duchamp however allude to the fact that there won´t be a 
present; thereby representation is a failing endeavor since one cannot depict the present, and 
there is no presentation accordingly. This paradoxical endeavor of representation Raad also 
problematizes in his work: the Lebanese Civil War was too complex a conflict with too many 
small events and micro-traumas as to which the impacts of the bullets can be understood, that 
its representation at best can work by allusions.   
 Many of the documents that are part of the Atlas Group are imbued with a struggle of 
the not-yet and the no-more. Several aspects of the artwork are going to be analyzed by me, 
going from the document itself, to the medium used to record, to the witness of what was 
recorded and ending up at the recipient of the given 'document.' The very moment, the very 
instant is being shown as something that one cannot record. At first it might seem that 
insufficiency is the appropriate term for the quality described here. This word stems from the 
Latin 'sufficiens' which means adequate. Insufficiency can be understood as something 
inadequate for the given purpose. Another suggestion here is the term Incapability. It 
encompasses the aspect of recording more clearly. Capability stems from 'capere', Latin for to 
grasp, to hold. Accordingly this word is more closely connected to the process of recording, 
which is why incapability is the more appropriate word in this context.  
 Alluding to something un-representable which cannot be depicted as it is situated in 
between the not-yet and the no-more. In Raad´s works this line of thought is present by 
showing that different means of recording are incapable, not able to grasp, the essential 
moment and all that is left to do is generate images of moments before or after the decisive 
one. From these first observations of kinship between the works of Raad and the observations 
by Lyotard I want to use the works Let´s be honest, Miracolous Beginnings and Missing 
Lebanese Wars to further point out the interrelatedness of this concept.  
 
Let's be honest, the weather helped 
 In the artwork Let´s be honest the moment and its un-representable nature is reflected 
upon also. Each of the potential bullet holes inscribes the photographers as well as 
photography's incapability to record the very moment into the image. Raad is at the different 
sites 'after the shelling had happened' as the foreword says. Thereby all that one is able left to 
do is to record the trace, the bullet holes and marks of shrapnel, but not the event itself. The 
very event, the impact of the bullet is a past event, Raad as a witness comes too late to record 
it. Secondly, it exceeds human capability of perception. When one perceives a bullet to have 
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hit a target, the event has passed already. Moreover, a bullet hitting not only exceeds the 
human capability to perceive but also to give the impulse to record by technical means. When 
one has the intention to record and press the shutter of a camera for example, it already is too 
late to do so.  
 Furthermore, Let´s be honest points out the insufficiency of photography in itself to 
contain and communicate information. Even if the image does show the amount of damage at 
a structure at a specific point in time, there would be no information about the origins of the 
ammunition that was used to cause the marks. Raad functions not only as an author of the 
files but more importantly as the witness needed, to further imbue the images with 
information. In this case it would be his collecting of the shrapnel and then, later on, making 
the connections with further information, that makes the files potentially valid in their 
informational content.  
 
Missing Lebanese Wars 
 Missing Lebanese Wars is an artwork that Raad ascribed to another fictional author, 
who in this case is Fouad Elkhouri, a 'historian' who, according to the narrative, was very 
much interested in horse races. Besides this artwork there are several others, which Raad has 
attributed to Elkhouri. Also in this piece a separate foreword frames the work with a 
narrative. According to it, the horse race tracks were a meeting point for historians who 
belonged to different political and sectarian groups. This group of people however did not bet 
on the race itself, on which horse to win, but rather on the photograph, which was meant to 
record the very instant of the winning horse crossing the finishing line. These photographs 
however never did grasp the horse across the finishing line but always an instant before the 
actual event. It was this margin of error, that the historians then were supposedly arguing 
about. 
 The visual part of the work is presented as reproductions from a notepad, which links 
it to the strategy, also discussed in Let´s be honest. Each 'plate' shows a sheet from a notepad, 
onto which a newspaper clipping is pasted. This newspaper clipping is depicting the racing 
horse about to cross the line. The paper is inscribed with different annotations in a variety of 
languages. A white background is framing the reproduced pages. Arrows are used to annotate 
the content shown (Fig. 6-7). 
 As the integral moment is not grasped, the photographs are restricted to the not-yet, if 
we go back to Lyotard´s argumentation. The horse has yet to cross the finishing line, 
however, for some reason the camera does record it before that moment. Interestingly, the 
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image still contains the informational content it was meant to record, in this case the winning 
horse. It only does not depict the instant of victory, the winning horse crossing the finishing 
line.  
 Besides presenting the incapability inherent to photography, Missing Lebanese wars 
also alludes to history writing but in a more sarcastic way than Let´s be honest does. The 
historians within the narrative are shown as very humane beings who enjoy betting, what they 
record is highly personal, and what is more, they are using their skills for the interpretation of 
an event that would have little to no impact on the overall situation of the Lebanese Civil War 
- a race horse crossing the finishing line. While this could be read as a stark critique against 
history writing, it rather alludes also to the highly personal nature it, as White argues. 
 
My Neck is Thinner Than a Hair  
 The artwork My Neck is Thinner Than a Hair is making use of press photographs, 
which are taken from the important Lebanese newspaper Al-Nahar (Fig. 1-2). It collects a 
sequence (Fig.10) of black and white photographs that were taken right after car bomb 
explosions had taken place. Not only the front (verso) of these press prints is presented, but 
the backside (recto) is presented as well. These two views of the image are put one 
reproduction, which leads to a simultaneous view of both views of the original print, which is 
stored in the archive of Al-Nahar newspaper. By showing the backside of the print, the 
recipient also gets to see the different traces of archiving: the stamps of photographers, the 
key words under which the image was stored and so on. All of the original images were taken 
at the sites of the car bomb explosions. However these images do not focus on the scene as 
such, but all of them focus on one trace of the event, which is the car´s motor. These were 
propelled from the explosion and landed in locations sometimes remote from the original 
place of the explosion.54  
 In this artwork a highly different strategy is deployed. Unlike earlier discussed cases, 
the images in My neck are reproduced unchanged, the only variation taking place is the 
presentation of both sides of the images on one 'plate'. There is no fabricated artifact 
embedded into the work, as it is the case with the notebook of Let's be honest which was 
made for the artwork. Here, it is Raad himself who appropriates and re-contextualizes the 
images.  
 Shown as a series of images, the work alludes to the omnipresent quality of terror 
during the traumatic experience of the Lebanese Civil War. The 'foreword' says that My neck 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
54 Raad, 2005, p.12.  
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is only showing a small selection of the supposed 3,600 explosions (a number the website of 
The Atlas Group delivers) that were taking place during the years of the war. The actual 
trauma of the Lebanese Civil War remains un-graspable; photography is incapable of 
recording, or more precisely, to fully represent the totality of the Lebanese Civil War as a 
traumatic event.  
The narrative of My neck further alludes to the incapability of photography to record the 
event in itself- it states that there was a competition among the photographers to find the 
motor of the car used as a car bomb. Thereby the focus is shifting from the event itself, the 
explosion, to its trace. The intentionality to record is not even focused on the event itself, but 
merely on a resulting object which is dislocated from the original site.  
 Not only has the focus shifted from the site itself, also all the photographers seem to 
have come to the site too late to record either the direct aftermaths or even the event itself. 
This alludes to the complexity of the Lebanese Civil War, a highly fragmented conflict in 
which events and sites were constantly changing and were nearly un-recordable.  
 
Deconstructing the 'decisive moment' 
 In this case the incapability is not so much about the medium of photography in itself, 
as it was the case in Missing Lebanese wars; it is the photographer who is not able to be at the 
very moment at the right time. Henri Cartier Bresson's decisive moment is thus made invalid 
as all images that My neck presents are micro-failures of what photography supposedly is 
about. Bresson, who is one of the founding members of the photography agency Magnum, 
said that a good photograph managed to capture the decisive moment, 'le moment decisive'. 
In 1952 he published a book with the same title that presented his own work, which became 
highly influential to many photographers. 55  A 'good' image thereby is linked to the 
photographers ability to press the shutter at the right time while combining it with skills in 
choosing the right subject and composing it well. 
 Bresson's statement becomes mythical when juxtaposed to the sequence of images that 
My neck encompasses. Each of the 100 images, which was selected is an example of the near 
impossibility to capture the decisive moment of a civil war which lasted from 1976 to 1991. 
The repetition of the same subject further solidifies the notion.   
 By an analysis of two iconic images taken in wars I want to point out the connections 
with photographic history, which are inherent to this deconstruction of the decisive moment. 
The first example is among the earliest photographic images, which were taken in war, Roger 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
55 Bresson, 1952. 
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Fenton´s Shadow of the Valley of Death. Secondly, a photograph by Robert Capa, which 
came to be known as the falling soldier will be analyzed.   
 
Shadow of the valley of death 
 Among the first photographic images, which were made in the context of war, was the 
image that became known as the shadow of the valley of death. This image was taken by 
Roger Fenton in Crimea where the British were involved in a military campaign. It is claimed 
to have been made on the 23rd of April 1855.56 
 Interestingly there are two versions available of this image, both showing the same 
scenery: an undulating, rather arid landscape, with a road entering the frame from the right 
side. This road is extending from the foreground towards the very background and leads up a 
hill, the scenery beyond that pathway remains out of sight. A shallow trench, which is at the 
left hand side of the road is taking up the middle ground of the scene. Both versions show 
cannonballs, which are lying in these trenches. However version one (Fig.13) is showing 
some of the cannonballs also lying on the road, while version two (Fig. 14) is showing the 
latter devoid of any projectiles. As there are two versions available, there is a discourse 
around the image, whether the scenery had been manipulated by Fenton and his assistants. 
However this question can rather be understood as a discourse as no lasting proofs or answers 
have been found or formulated so far.  
 Several aspects, which are imbued within the image and its context of reproduction, 
are present in My neck. As the photographic equipment was very heavy and one had to 
develop the wet plates right after the image was taken, the likelihood was very low to capture 
fighting in action. Taking images mostly took place at sites were the battle already was over, 
or at locations close to the battle lines. The image thereby embodies this aspect, it is a street, 
which leads to a battlefield, but does not depict the scene of fighting itself. 
 The shadow of the valley of death is echoing in My neck. The scenery shows a site 
which is not the very one of fighting but one there is some distance in-between, traces, in this 
case the cannon balls, however are present in the image. My neck likewise depicts traces, here 
the car´s motors, which are remote from the actual scenery, where the explosion had taken 
place. The photographer thereby takes the images in a situation which is secure in two 
aspects: firstly, there is temporal distance - the explosions have already taken place - and 
secondly, there is spatial distance, one is taking the image remote from the original locale 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
56 http://www.musee-orsay.fr/en/collections/works-in-focus/photography/commentaire_id/the-valley-of-the-
shadow-of-death-16457.html 
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which might have been more dangerous. It is a state of being 'no-more' or more precisely no 
longer being dangerous in which the images were taken in both examples.  
 
Falling soldier 
 My neck can be understood as a counterstatement to one of the icons of war 
photography, Robert Capa´s so called Falling Soldier. The image was supposedly taken by 
Capa on September 5, 1936, and is said to show Federico Borrell García, struck by a bullet, 
about to fall to the ground.57 As much as it has become one of the icons of war photography, 
it is disputed likewise. While some try to argue that the image has been staged completely, 
others attempt to defend its veracity and debunk claims of the image being staged. 58 
Capa´s falling soldier is a clear example of the difficulty to record momentary events, 
such as the impact of a bullet, or an explosion. It is the fact that it supposedly shows an 
instant, which is nearly un-recordable that made it an icon of war photography. The images of 
My neck do not make the claim to record such an instance and thus point out the difficulty or 
near impossibility to do so. 
 In this work, Raad has collected a selection of images that does not state to capture the 
right moment. Each of the images shows that the photographer was too late at the site to 
record the immediate aftermaths or even the explosion itself. A seemingly innocent fragment 
of the car used in the attack thereby becomes the representation of the actual event. It serves 
as proof, synechdoche and trace of the moment, which is situated in the tension between the 
not-yet and the no-more. Moreover an important aspect of these scenes is not captured by 
these images, the  terror, suffering and death of those who were affected by the explosion. 
The images seem sober and do not show people crying or those killed during the attack.  
 
I only wish that I could weep 
 The work I only wish that I could weep is a video piece. The narrative situates its 
production in the years of the Lebanese Civil War. Many secret agents and spies were 
stationed along the corniche, a boulevard along the coastline of Beirut. These agents were 
meant to collect information. One of these agents working there at the time, the foreword 
states, however neglected his task every now and then. Instead of filming people he turned 
the camera around towards the sea. Supposedly he did so shortly before sunset. He kept the 
camera running until he thought the sun had completely disappeared behind the horizon.59 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
57 Whelan 2001, p. 81. 
58 Whelan 2002 
59 Merewether 2012, p. 56. 
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 As an agent he would be forced to direct his gaze at the people he is meant to surveil. 
It seems to be a moment of nostalgia that leads him to change the subject of his recording. 
This element of nostalgia is also embedded in the title. It seems to refer to a person hiding his 
or her emotions, but it remains unclear in this reading whether the weeping is something that 
is forbidden or something one is incapable of doing.  
 The ungraspable moment is presented in this artwork in a different way than in My 
neck or Let´s be honest. The very instant when the sun is disappearing behind the horizon is 
difficult to discern. The question comes up whether one can really define the very moment of 
disappearance, or whether this as a matter of fact is an elongated event, rather a process. In 
either reading, the medium of film remains incapable to grasp the sunset.  
 Furthermore, it shows how much of which is being recorded is the result of the 
interpretation, firstly, by the person recording and secondly, by the recipient of the recorded 
material. Both share the same task to discern when the sun has completely disappeared. Also 
here this moment is difficult to point down, as one is always an instant away from being 
either too early or too late.  
 Tacita Dean´s 2003 artwork Green Ray is problematizing a similar phenomenon while 
taking a different approach. Dean set out to record the so-called green ray on 16mm color 
film. The green ray is a phenomenon, which occurs around sun set. Because of diffraction, 
the sunlight is perceived as green for a moment, although this moment is very difficult to 
discern. It led to Dean and her team debating, whether they had seen the green ray. Only in 
the cutting room the artist realized, she had indeed recorded the phenomenon she was looking 
for.60  Here it is the medium of film, which supersedes the capability of the human eye. 
However, there also is the task of interpretation and the narrative, which is framing it. This 
interpretation is first taking place at the moment of recording and then secondly, when 
reviewing what has been recorded. It is not so much about the not-yet or no-more Lyotard is 
pointing at, here it is more about a yes or no question that is similarly difficult to answer.  
 
This chapter has shown the complex ways in which works of The Atlas Group manage to 
deconstruct notions of punctual temporality and the recording of the latter. A mode of 
working became apparent which never depicts but only alludes, yet manages to reflect on 
complex phenomena such as the incapability of different media to record the very moment in 
a clear fashion. Struggles with representation and recording that are inherent to photographic 
media also were revealed. To sum up, this chapter has shown that The Atlas Group is working 	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rather by pointing at, but not by pointing out, as it once came up in a discussion between me 
and my supervisor Kitty Zijlmans.  
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Conclusion 
Referring back to the research question, The Atlas Group treats the archive as a parallel 
process: in-between being subject to deconstruction and being a vehicle, which establishes 
new lines and modes of thought. In the following I will refer to some of the results, to which 
this perspective has led. Montage has been show as a strategy, which also can construct new 
notions in contemporary art. Potentiality has been used to define a perspective, which brought 
new light onto both the function of collage as well as some works within The Atlas Group. 
The dialogue between texts by White and Toufic has shown the interrelatedness of The Atlas 
Group with different strands of theory and likewise has demonstrated the universality of the 
reflections taking place. Authority and authorship not only were revealed as two 
interconnected phenomena but also as terms, which are renegotiated within The Atlas Group 
as they are framed as processes. Lastly, Lyotard´s thoughts on Duchamp´s work were a 
catalyst to reveal the inherent struggles with the representation of hardly recordable instances 
that The Atlas Group is imbued with.  
 Raad as of March 2017 remains active and his current projects are worth investigating 
in future research. The project, which followed The Atlas Group 2013 was Preface to the 
third edition which was done in cooperation with the Louvre. Raad here was producing a 
work, which was reacting on the re-opening of the collection of Islamic Art. In parallel, Raad 
was beginning his most recent project entitled Gulf Labour, which investigates the working 
conditions of construction workers who are employed in museum projects throughout the 
Gulf States.  
 Though The Atlas Group was finished as a project in 2004, the course of this thesis 
has shown its validity against the current situation. While in the recent years it already was 
raising questions in relation to archive, facticity, as well as the authority which history writing 
is imbued with, there are still aspects yet to be uncovered. These phenomena again are closely 
related to contemporary phenomena such as so-called 'post-facticity'. Established terms like 
post-modernity have proven to be processes and conflicts much rather than states and 
situations. The same reading can be applied to post-facticity. 
 In this context art can and in my opinion definitely should have the function of 
negotiating and revealing the inherent problems. The Atlas Group has been a valid topic of 
academic reflection in recent years and will be valid in the future as it continues to raise 
questions. This applies both to the Middle East in which The Atlas Group is rooted on the one 
side, but also to the Euramerican realm, which is the other anchor point of this project that 
Raad produced. Derrida´s quote which was used in the introduction is echoing again: 'It (the 
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question of the archive) is a question of the future, the question of the future itself, the 
question of a response, of a promise and of a responsibility for tomorrow.' 
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Fig. 2: Walid Raad / The Atlas Group, Let's Be Honest. The Weather Helped (Italy), 1998-
2006, Inkjet print, framed,  47.8 x 73.8 x 4 cm, each 46.4 x 71.8 cm 	  
Fig.1: Walid Raad / The Atlas Group, Let's Be Honest. The Weather Helped, 1998-2006,  
installation view at the MoMA, 10 Inkjet prints, framed,  47.8 x 73.8 x 4 cm, each 46.4 x 71.8 
cm, (https://letiziabalzi.wordpress.com/2016/01/31/come-on-baby-light-my-fire/) 	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Fig. 3: Walid Raad / The Atlas Group, Let's Be Honest. The Weather Helped (USA), 1998-
2006, Inkjet print, framed,  47.8 x 73.8 x 4 cm, each 46.4 x 71.8 cm 
Fig. 4: Walid Raad / The Atlas Group, Let's Be Honest. The Weather Helped (Egypt), 
1998-2006, Inkjet print, framed,  47.8 x 73.8 x 4 cm, each 46.4 x 71.8 cm 
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Fig. 5: Walid Raad / The Atlas Group, Let's Be Honest. The Weather Helped (Germany), 
1998-2006, Inkjet print, framed,  47.8 x 73.8 x 4 cm, each 46.4 x 71.8 cm 
 
Fig. 6: Walid Raad / The Atlas Group, Missing Lebanese Wars, 1996-2002, Inkjet Print, One 
out of 21 plates, each 33 x 25cm. 
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Fig. 7: Walid Raad / The Atlas Group, Missing Lebanese Wars, 1996-2002, Inkjet Print, 
one out of 21 plates, each 33 x 25cm, 
Fig. 8: Walid Raad / The Atlas Group, Secrets in The Open Sea, Inkjet Print, variable dimensions 
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Fig. 10: Walid Raad/ The Atlas Group, My neck is thinner than a hair, 1996-2004, installation view, 
Inkjet Prints, Set of 100 plates, each 24 x 34cm,  	  
Fig. 9: Walid Raad / The Atlas Group, Secrets in The Open Sea, Inkjet Print, variable dimensions 
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Fig. 11: Walid Raad/ The Atlas Group, My neck is thinner than a hair, 1996-2004, Inkjet Print, One 
out of 100 plates, each 24 x 34cm,  	  
Fig. 12: Walid Raad/ The Atlas Group, My neck is thinner than a hair, 1996-2004, Inkjet Print, one 
out of 100 plates, each 24 x 34cm,  	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Fig. 14: Roger Fenton, Valley of the Shadow of Death, (Version 2), April 23, 1855, Salted Paper 
Print, unknown dimensions 	  
Fig. 13: Roger Fenton, Valley of the Shadow of Death, (Version 1), April 23, 1855, Salted Paper 
Print, 27.6 × 34.9 cm 	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Fig. 15: Robert Capa, Falling Soldier, 1936, silver gelatine print, unknown dimensions 	  
